
Following Jesus
Invitation to Discipleship

Monday : INTRODUCTION TO THE EIGHT-WEEK PROGRAM
On this first day of Following Jesus, we will get a sense for the framework of the 
program, and reflect a bit on where each of us is now, as we begin.

The program offers a brief daily study for six days of the week, focused on a particular 
passage of scripture, mainly (but not only) drawn from the Gospels. Sometimes the 
passage for a single day is part of a longer scriptural story or event that will be unfolded 
over several days. Following the scripture is a brief teaching, followed by some 
questions for reflection and a prayer. We have imagined that a person doing this study 
alone would need about thirty minutes to reflect on a single session.

The study may be used by individuals as a daily discipline, by groups who gather on a 
regular basis to discuss their interaction with the study, by leadership teams, etc. Feel 
free to adapt the materials to suit your needs.

So let’s begin: What is the story of your Baptism? Your Baptism is the true beginning-
point of this study, for every person who is baptized into the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ is called to be his disciple, to learn his ways by coming as 
close to him as possible. Whether you were baptized as an infant, or a young person, or 
later on in life, that experience of immersion in water has initiated you into a lifetime of 
immersion into the mission of God, as we can know it through the person of Jesus - his 
teaching, his actions, his decision to put his whole life at risk for God’s mission.

But what is the mission of God that disciples are invited to join into?
• Our tradition tells us that God is Trinity, three persons that are yet one whole.
• In other words, at the heart of God is a completely reconciled community of love.
• One way to think of the mission of God is that God is always acting to draw the entire 

creation into the very relationship that God knows as Trinity: the harmonious dance of 
complete love, complete self-giving, complete reception of the other.

• Every aspect of discipleship that we will be studying is one way in which human 
beings are drawn into God’s mission.

• Disciples, following the patterns of Jesus and empowered by the Holy Spirit, are:

followers (of Jesus)
worshipers (people of prayer)

witnesses



neighbors
forgivers
prophets
stewards

In the doing of all of these things, disciples also become healers, instruments of God’s 
reconciliation of the whole world to God-self.1

In each week to come, we will be reflecting upon one of these aspects of discipleship. 
For each individual Christian the challenge is not to choose a couple of ways in which 
to become a great disciple, but to develop a balanced pattern of all of the forms of 
discipleship. It is this full pattern that enables us, as Christians, to bear forth the image 
of Christ into every aspect of our world. You will find as we go forward that each facet 
of discipleship is deeply related to the others.

Questions for Reflection
Today is unusual, because there was no specific scripture associated with the teaching. 
The emphasis today is on sensing where you are and where your heart is, as you begin 
this study.
• What is the story of your baptism? Has the meaning of your baptism changed for you 

since it happened?
• A disciple is a learner, someone who learns the way of life of a particular teacher by 

close and regular contact with that teacher. Who is the Jesus you have been trying to 
follow up to now? Can you write out a list of attributes of Jesus that are important to 
you, or that you would like to incorporate into your life?

• Every project like this requires commitment and discipline. What are your hopes as 
you begin this study? You might want to write them down, so that on a day when 
you’re tempted to skip it, you will remember why this was important to you.

Prayer
God of all beginnings, grant me the sustaining power of the Holy Spirit as I commit to 
this study, that I may have the grace to learn not only with my head but with my heart, 
and that my actions may show forth faithfully the Christ whom I follow. In Jesus’ Name 
I pray. Amen.
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1 This framework for thinking about discipleship is adapted from Kathleen A. Cahalan’s book, Introducing 
the Practice of Ministry (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2010).



Tuesday: A community of disciples

Most of us, rightly, picture the disciples not as individuals, but as a group following 
Jesus together, pooling their resources, supporting one another on their journeying: 
questioning, believing, doubting, struggling, and learning together. In today’s passage 
from the Gospel of John, we are invited to think about what it means to be one disciple 
among a whole community of disciples, or perhaps even one disciple among the whole 
communion of saints, the faithful followers of Jesus in all times and places.

Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart from 
this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved 
them to the end. The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot 
to betray him.

And during supper Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, 
and that he had come from God and was going to God, got up from the table, took off his 
outer robe, and tied a towel around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began 
to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him. He 
came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus 
answered, “You do not know now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” Peter 
said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you 
have no share with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my 
hands and my head!”  Jesus said to him, “One who has bathed does not need to wash, 
except for the feet, but is entirely clean. And you are clean, though not all of you.” For he 
knew who was to betray him; for this reason he said, “Not all of you are clean.” 

After he had washed their feet, had put on his robe, and had returned to the table, he said 
to them, “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—and 
you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, 
you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also 
should do as I have done to you (John 13:1-15).  

This passage marks the beginning of the long, intimate farewell dinner in which Jesus 
tries to prepare his disciples for what they cannot really be prepared for: his death, 
Resurrection, and the coming of the Holy Spirit. He gives them many gifts of teaching 
during this dinner, but perhaps the most important gift of all is the sustaining and 
strengthening gift of one another’s companionship on the journey of faith.
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One of the interesting aspects of this story is that it does not sugarcoat the possibility 
that in a community of disciples there will be some whose choices are destructive to the 
group.
• Even here, where the heart of Jesus is so transparent as he tenderly washes the feet of 

his disciples, even here, there is a dark note of rejection.
• Jesus clearly knows of Judas’ upcoming betrayal, but he is not at all distracted by it.
• He is not at all deterred from doing what he has set out to do, as a key element in 

carrying out the mission of God: he creates a community of disciples, bound to one 
another through love and humble service: “So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have 
washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14).

Questions for Reflection:
• What is your experience of death or absence of someone you have dearly loved? What 

invisible gift would you most like to leave with the people you have loved when the 
time comes for your own death?

• What has been your most significant experience of community?
• Why do you think the creation of a community of disciples would be an essential part 

of the mission of God?

Prayer
Lord God, help me to remember that my human communities are a gift, and teach me 
how to love and serve the people you have placed in community with me. This I ask in 
the Name of the One who washed the feet of his disciples, Jesus, my Savior. Amen.

Wednesday: What do you have?

When we meet up with Jesus and the disciples in the passage that follows, the disciples 
have just returned from having been sent out to all the surrounding villages basically to 
carry out the same work that they have been watching Jesus perform.
• Here they are called “apostles,” which means “those who are sent.”
• They are obviously exhausted from their work and their journeying, and they are 

looking forward to some time alone with Jesus, to rest and recuperate.

The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all that they had done and taught. He 
said to them, “Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.” For 
many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.

And they went away in the boat to a deserted place by themselves. Now many saw them 
going and recognized them, and they hurried there on foot from all the towns and arrived 
ahead of them. As he went ashore, he saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for them, 
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because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many 
things.

When it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a deserted place, and the 
hour is now very late; send them away so that they may go into the surrounding country 
and villages and buy something for themselves to eat.” But he answered them, “You give 
them something to eat.” They said to him, “Are we to go and buy two hundred denarii 
worth of bread, and give it to them to eat?” And he said to them, “How many loaves have 
you? Go and see.” When they had found out, they said, “Five, and two fish.”

Then he ordered them to get all the people to sit down in groups on the green grass. So 
they sat down in groups of hundreds and of fifties. Taking the five loaves and the two fish, 
he looked up to heaven, and blessed and broke the loaves, and gave them to his disciples to 
set before the people; and he divided the two fish among them all. And all ate and were 
filled; and they took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of the fish. Those who had 
eaten the loaves numbered five thousand men.  (Mark 6:30-44)

The disciples do not get the experience that they were wishing for, but who would trade 
what they wanted (rest) for what they got (the miraculous feeding)? An important 
turning point in the story occurs in the third paragraph above.
• The disciples draw Jesus’ attention to the fact that it is growing late and the people are 

probably hungry: “send them away so that they may go into the surrounding country 
and villages and buy something for themselves to eat.”

• The disciples seem to see a great divide between themselves (Jesus’ faithful inner 
circle) and the crowd (outsiders) for whom Jesus has had compassion.

• In their view, it’s time for the outsiders to go away, so that the insiders can have some 
quiet conversation over a nice dinner.

But Jesus reorients their thinking: You feed them. What have you got? The disciples are 
probably certain that when they tell Jesus how little there is, he’ll back off and send the 
crowd away after all. But he doesn’t.
• In the midst of the disciples’ worrying that there isn’t enough time, isn’t enough food, 

isn’t enough energy, isn’t enough Jesus - Jesus takes what little they have, blesses it 
and shares it among all.

• Jesus alone does not make the miracle occur. It is the disciples’ offering of what they 
have, together with Jesus’ prayer and blessing, that ensures that all are fed.

• And there isn’t merely enough. There are twelve baskets of leftovers.
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Questions for Reflection
• One of the issues in discipleship is the sense that we are somehow not sufficient to the 

task. We don’t have the necessary gifts, or the necessary time, or the necessary energy 
to be a follower of Jesus. But today, Jesus simply asks us, “What do you have?” What 
aspects of yourself have you usually offered in your discipleship? Are there different 
skills or energies that Christ might be calling forth from you now? Are there aspects of 
yourself that you have not wanted to offer in discipleship?

• A secondary miracle in the story is that the language of “us” and “them” is broken 
down by the miracle of abundant provision. Is there any way in which you feel your 
own sense of “us” and “them” beginning to dissolve by virtue of Christ’s generosity 
to you?

Prayer
Generous God, all that I have is a gift from you, and it is enough. Help me to rest in the 
sufficiency of this moment, in the warmth of your presence with me, in the graciousness 
of this path of discipleship that you have set me upon. And then inspire me with 
renewed energy to offer all that I am and all that I have for your reconciling mission. In 
Jesus’ name I pray. Amen.

Thursday: What might you leave behind?

This is actually the passage that precedes yesterday’s story of the miraculous feeding:

Jesus called the twelve and began to send them out two by two, and gave them authority 
over the unclean spirits. He ordered them to take nothing for their journey except a staff; 
no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not to put on two 
tunics. He said to them, “Wherever you enter a house, stay there until you leave the 
place. If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake 
off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against them.” So they went out and 
proclaimed that all should repent. They cast out many demons, and anointed with oil 
many who were sick and cured them.  (Mark 6:7-13)

Jesus gives his disciples the authority to carry out exactly the same ministry that he has 
been doing.
• Most of his preparation for them is negative.
• He tells them what not to bring with them: no bread, no bag, no money, no extra tunic, 

no privacy.
• But amazing things happen through the work of these very ordinary disciples: 

“...they...proclaimed that all should repent. They cast out many demons, and anointed 
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with oil many who were sick and cured them.” In short, they carry out the mission of 
God.

The disciples are sent out without anything to buffer them from their own neediness.
• They have no extra supplies for contingencies that may arise.
• They will have to depend upon the generosity of strangers for their food, their place to 

stay, their safety.
• Their story reminds me of that of a friend of mine who also served people in a setting 

in which he had little privacy and few possessions. He said: “I felt as though I had no 
skin on.”

I wonder how the disciples were changed by being the people who were touched by the 
poor and the sick, by depending upon God’s economy of generosity, by doing without 
things they had probably begun to take for granted as necessary.

Questions for Reflection
• What would the ministry of Jesus look like in the context of your life (your workplace, 

your family, your community)?
• What sorts of things might you need to put down as you seek you deepen your 

discipleship? Preconceived ideas or prejudices? Defenses? Reliance upon things or 
comforts?

Prayer
In the spirit of today’s session, take some time for silence, putting down even the customary 
words that you use to address God. Let yourself simply receive God’s presence to you beyond 
words, and open your heart in gratitude.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  Amen.

Friday: The pattern of the cross: failure and courage

When the Roman authorities decided to do away with Jesus by crucifying him, they 
could little have imagined that for Christians the cross would become a way of speaking 
positively about their values and the moral pattern that they sought to follow as 
disciples.
• The cross was intended to be such a horrifying way to die that a rebel’s followers 

would scatter out of fear.
• But here we are, thousands of years later, still applying the cross as the standard for 

our moral lives:
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 Jesus called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who 
want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the 
sake of the gospel, will save it.  For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and 
forfeit their life? Indeed, what can they give in return for their life?  (Mark 8:34-37)

Most frequently, the cross is a kind of shorthand way for Christians to speak of a life 
lived in complete self-offering in obedience to God and loving service to the neighbor.
• This is the kind of life that is really life, as God intends it.
• There is no substitute for this kind of life, and its value outstrips anything that you 

might have to give for it.

Today, I would like to add to this understanding of the cross in our lives: the cross gives 
us a way to think about failure in relationship to discipleship.
• Failure is a cross that most of us are loathe to pick up, and yet the Gospels witness 

quite openly to the original disciples’ instances of failure and return.
• Even Jesus had to wrestle with failure in the Garden of Gethsemane, as he saw his 

active life of ministry giving way to the cross and passion.

Immediately after one of the times in which Jesus predicts his suffering and death, we 
read:

Then they came to Capernaum; and when Jesus was in the house he asked the disciples, 
“What were you arguing about on the way?” But they were silent, for on the way they 
had argued with one another who was the greatest. (Mark 9:33-34)

No doubt this was a difficult moment for the disciples. Without commenting directly on 
their foolish argument, Jesus says simply, “Whoever want to be first must be last of all 
and servant of all” (Mark 9:35).
• The disciples are corrected, they stumble again, try again, all the way through the end 

of the Gospel of Mark, when Peter is mired in regret for having denied Jesus in his 
time of need, and the terrified women flee from the empty tomb.

• And yet, without Peter’s and Mary Magdalene’s and Martha’s and James’ and John’s 
and Thomas’ ultimate courage to proclaim the Good News in front of crowds and 
tribunals, all the way to their deaths, we would have no faith handed down to us.

• Failure was a part of their discipleship, but it was not all of their discipleship.
• Failure is a part of our lives of discipleship, but it is not all of our discipleship.
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Questions for Reflection
• What has been your greatest failure in life? How have you worked through it (or are 

you still working it through)?
• What does God do with human failure? How do the cross and resurrection inform 

how we think about and experience failure?
• Are there certain kinds of discipleship that you are afraid to attempt because you fear 

failure?

Prayer
God of both the darkness and the light, teach me to see my failures as a chance to learn 
more deeply and completely how you love me, and give me the humility to 
acknowledge the truth and to have the spirit of a learner in all that I do. This I pray in 
the name of Jesus, whose beauty and power shine out from the rough darkness of the 
cross. Amen.

Saturday: Disciple the nations

Today we come to the very end of the Gospel of Matthew, when the disciples meet their 
risen Lord on the mountain-top where he has taught them before.
• Here, Jesus gives them his final command, to teach people everywhere the ways of 

discipleship.
• This is his final command, because the creation of disciples is key to God’s mission to 

reconcile the whole world into one community of love and service in intimate 
relationship with God:

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed 
them. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and 
said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. 
And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:16-20)

There are several interesting things to note in this passage.
• Some are worshipping Jesus and some are doubting, but all are present together, all 

receive the teaching and the command.
• Where we read here, “make disciples of all nations,” the original Greek uses disciple as 

a verb: “Go therefore, disciple the nations!”
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• Discipling involves two things: baptizing people into the body of Christ, the 
community of faith; and teaching them everything that Jesus has been teaching the 
disciples.

• How can they possibly carry out this command? “Remember, I am with you always, 
to the end of the age.”

Questions for Reflection
Discipling is not a shallow affair, but rather a deep change within people, nurturing the 
flame of Christ within them.
• Is there anyone in your immediate sphere of neighbors or family or community whom 

you feel called to disciple? In how many ways, besides words, can you imagine 
teaching and showing this person the ways of Christ? Perhaps this person is not 
completely outside the church, but someone who has been baptized and yet has not 
been discipled or has not realized the joy of discipleship.

• Picture the love that is at the heart of the Trinity. How might you mirror forth that love 
in discipling someone else?

Prayer
Lord, you have entrusted to the human community the discipling of people in your 
image. Grant us every grace needed to carry out this work faithfully and joyfully, for 
your love’s sake. Amen.
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